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戦時下のベトナムで育ったジャライ族のディーク 
─モンタニャード系アメリカ人の驚くべき少年時代─ 
     
Kenneth T. Kuroiwa 
ケネス T. クロイワ 
 
 
これまでの論文では、日系アメリカ人とハワイの原住民の生活とその背景について考察してき
た。これらの少数民族は、アメリカをアメリカたらしめている多様な人と文化の一部としても捉
えることができる。本論文で注目するモンタニャード族もアメリカの少数民族の一つである。彼
らはベトナムの先住民であり、本国ベトナムの地においてさえも極めて少数である。その少数民
族の目に、ベトナム戦争はどのように映ったのであろうか。ここでは、ジャライ族の一員として
ベトナムの中部高原に生まれたモンタニャード系アメリカ人、ディークの少年時代を検証する。
彼がベトナム戦時下に残した絵と写真を通じて、彼が肌身で感じた戦争のトラウマと今日消滅の
危機にあるジャライ／モンタニャード族の生活について報告する。 
 
 
POPULATION SHIFTS IN VIETNAM’S CENTRAL HIGHLANDS. Through 
the end of the 1950s, the population of the Central Highlands of Vietnam, estimated at 1.0 - 
1.5 million, was almost all Montagnard (Bailey: The People). Other estimates (Montagnard 
Foundation, for example) have ranged as high as 3.5 million, but the fluid and primitive 
situation in much of the region and a lack of accurate records make any figure only 
approximate. 
With the flight of some inhabitants after the war (to Cambodia and overseas), that number 
declined somewhat to around one million, although the Montagnard Foundation claims their 
numbers have been reduced to a few hundred thousand. 
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The overall population of the highlands, however, has increased to over four million, with 
the influx of some three million ethnic Kinh (that is, Vietnamese) being encouraged to resettle 
in “land development centres,” a policy that actually began with the former South Vietnam 
government. Similar policies, after a period of suspension, were resumed after reunification 
(World Directory).  
The indigenous highland peoples are often thrown together under the umbrella term 
“Montagnard” (from the French colonial term meaning “mountaineer”), but the actual 
situation is quite a bit more complex. Although we will continue to use the term 
“Montagnard” —along with “Degar,” used by the highlanders themselves— this is really no 
more accurate than saying “Asian,” “Native American/American Indian,” or “European.” 
Among the so-called Montagnard/Degar, there are at least 30 tribes in the Central 
Highlands that derive from six ethnic groups and their respective languages (Bailey: The 
People). The Montagnard Foundation puts the number at “more than forty distinct and 
recognizable aboriginal groups” inhabiting Central Vietnam. 
Fig. 1: Arrow indicates location of 
Kontum in Vietnam highlands (map 
courtesy of NgaViet). 
Fig. 2: Detailed view of location of 
Kontum District (courtesy of Dr. 
Blofeld). 
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Malayo-Polynesian 
Language Family 
 Mon-Khmer 
Language Family 
Jarai 320,000  Bahnar  181,000 
Rhade (E De) 258,000  Koho 122,000 
   M’nong 89,000 
  Stieng  66,000 
Sub-Total 578,000  Sub-Total 458,000 
Approximate Total Montagnard/Degar Population: 1,036,000 
Fig. 3: Primary figures from Bailey: The People 
 
Montagnards have never been on easy terms with the majority Vietnamese, whose 
ancestors invaded the area over a thousand years earlier and who came to dominate the area, 
forcing Montagnards to the highlands. (The Celtic Welsh could identify with this, having 
suffered a similar fate with the coming of the Romans, and later, the Anglo-Saxons, to the 
British Isles.) Lowland Vietnamese often look down on the mountain people and their 
differing ways and consider them “Moi” — savages. 
VIETNAM WAR AND EMIGRATION TO AMERICA. In recent history, some 
40,000 Montagnard/Degar men fought alongside American forces during the Vietnam War. 
Following the fall of Saigon in 1975 and America’s withdrawal, some, fearing reprisals by the 
new Vietnamese government, sought refuge across the border in Cambodia, but all together, 
the numbers were not that large. Up until 1986, only about 30 Montagnards had come to the 
U.S. (Washington, California, Florida, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island), but in 1986, 200 or 
so arrived and began new lives, mostly in North Carolina (Bailey: Introduction). 
As more Montagnards were released from Vietnamese re-education camps in the 1980s 
and 1990s and left the country, most of them joined earlier settlers in North Carolina, home 
to many Special Forces soldiers and which in some ways was reminiscent of the land they 
had known in Vietnam. But even today, they number at most only a few thousand, mainly in 
and around three cities, Raleigh, Greensboro, and Charlotte, where an effort was made to 
resettle them by tribe, with people whose ways and language were similar to their own 
(Montagnards). This helped to soften the culture shock by making use of already existing 
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customs, language, and human support networks. Moreover, the people sensed in American 
soldiers, including Vietnam veterans in North Carolina, much of same basic sensibilities: 
“When we met the American soldiers in our homeland, we discovered in them the same open, 
honest nature, which we had come to expect of our own people” (Montagnard Foundation). 
In 2000, Greensboro area had some 2000 new settlers, with about 700 and 400 in Charlotte 
and Raleigh, respectively. The year 2002 saw an additional 900 Montagnards come to North 
Carolina (Bailey: Cross-Cultural Challenges). 
A JARAI BOY’S STORY. One small Jarai Montagnard boy from the Kontum area of 
the central highlands, however, was destined for a much different fate. The boy, Dich 
(pronounced like “deek”), was probably born sometime in 1962 in the village of Plei-Po’du 
(“probably” because written birth records are nonexistent). The village is too small to show up 
on maps available to us, even with Google and Dogpile searches, but Dich remembers it 
taking a good six hours to drive there from Kontum over rough terrain. 
On one of the documents leading to Dich’s eventual adoption by a former American soldier, 
it is written that “Miss Margaret Moses, attorney-in-fact for Monk CORMIER RAPHAEL, 
Directress of the Vincent Orphanage, Kontum by virtue of power-of-attorney . . . states that 
Dich, born on 2 January 1962 to KUIH (deceased) and JU (deceased), was abandoned and 
has been brought-up by the Kontum Orphanage from infancy.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Since Dich came out of an indigenous culture, actual documentation was sometimes 
haphazard or even nonexistent, and in some cases, must have been cobbled together simply 
for the sake of having any kind of documentation at all. It is true that both parents had died 
—his mother to disease and his father in connection with the war— but other aspects of the 
situation have been clarified by those involved. Dich, in fact, was never in the Kontum 
Fig. 4: Adoption Contract No.237/CT 
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Orphanage and had actually lived with Bok Ming, the village headman in Plei-Po’du village.  
January 2 was settled on as Dich’s date of birth simply because it was the birth date of Tom 
Coles, a volunteer worker and former Special Forces (Green Beret) soldier who eventually 
adopted the boy (Adoption Contract No, 237/CT). 
GROWING UP JARAI: A VISUAL RECORD. We are fortunate, however, to have 
an invaluable illustrated record of the environment in which Dich grew up, from drawings 
done by Dich himself at age eleven, shortly after he had arrived in the United States 
(Honolulu, Hawai‘i) in February 1973, along with Vietnam photos from the collection of Tom 
and Barbara Coles, who had become his adoptive parents. These drawings, done under 
guidance of a woman who was a graduate student at the University of Hawai‘i, were used to 
help the boy develop his English language skills through topics having to do with his own 
familiar life experiences.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
VILLAGE LIFE. Some of those experiences were typical of the rural Jarai lifestyle 
around Plei-Po’du, but as the boy notes in Fig. 5, “Sometimes people live close to the war,” the 
realities of which were never far away. In Fig. 6, he describes the road that starts by his 
[Dich’s] house and “goes to where the dead bodies are with the flowers.” Montagnard houses 
are built on stilts, up off the ground (see Figs. 7-11). 
Fig. 5, 6: “The way people live is up in a tall house. The house is 
made of wood. Sometimes the roof is made of tiles. Most of the 
people live in the mountains. Sometimes people live close to the 
war.” 
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The woman in the sketch on the right (running to help the boy bring in the buffalo) is 
carrying the baby on her hip. This is a very common (and comfortable) way of carrying babies 
throughout the Pacific islands as well, whose peoples share linguistic and cultural roots with 
Malayo-Polynesian Montagnard tribes. Small children, not much bigger than the babies they 
are caring for, can easily support the burden on the large and sturdy bones of the hip and 
pelvis (next page). 
Fig. 7, 8: Montagnard homes on stilts. 
Fig. 9, 10, 11 (Left): “This is the house where people live up in the mountains. The red thing 
under the house [a loom] is how Montagnards make their blanket. The green things you see 
[upper left, upper right] are banana trees. The yellow and blue fence [is] where people put their 
horses and pigs and buffalo. There is a monkey on the roof.” (Middle): “The things you see with 
the lines is a house. The things up on the roof are to make the house look good. The lady with the 
baby runs out of the house to help the boy bring in the buffalo. The little boy is hitting the buffalo 
with a stick to make him go faster.” (Right): Photo of Montagnard homes built on stilts. 
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The impressive tall-roofed structures in Fig. 17, 18, 19 —“nha-rong” in the Jarai 
language— are described by Dich as communal meeting houses, used for various village 
functions. When someone dies, for example, villagers go to these tall houses to pay their 
Fig. 12, 13, 14: Carrying and caring for infants, Montagnard style. 
Fig. 15, 16: Montagnard families and homes. 
Fig. 17, 18, 19: Tall houses —“nha-rong”— with two under 
construction, tower gracefully over Montagnard villages. 
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respects. In Fig. 18 (middle photograph), there is a sacrificial altar in front of the meeting 
house, used for sacrificing animals. 
JARAI AGRICULTURE. Some of Dich’s scenes are rustic and pastoral, from everyday 
life in and around Plei-Po’du. Jarai settlements are low density and spread out, generally 
consisting of a few hundred people. A variety of crops are cultivated both for sustenance and 
for commerce. Crops include watermelon, bananas, corn, melons, squash, peanuts, potatoes, 
and several varieties of dry upland rice, which take five to six months to grow (Hickey, Dich). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
Jarai practice “swidden,” or “slash-and-burn,” agriculture, a method quite common in the 
mountains here. Trees are chopped down and fields are cleared of vegetation by burning, with 
ownership going to the family that cleared the field. Selection of the site can include 
considerations of various natural signs, such as the excrement of certain worms known to 
indicate fertility. Other sites might be avoided if certain kinds of monkeys are in the area 
(Hickey). Dich says that the Jarai did not have water-type paddies; instead, they planted rice 
dry by poking sticks into the ground. Ash from burning off the vegetation helped to fertilize 
the soil. 
Poking sticks into dry soil to plant rice seems strange to someone living in Japan, where 
water is plentiful and irrigation convenient, but in a 1967 National Geographic article on 
Montagnards in wartime Vietnam, guide-interpreter and Wycliffe Bible translator Patrick 
Fig. 20, 21: Jarai agriculture: here, watermelons and bananas. 
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Cohen described an identical practice among the Jeh, Mon-Khmer Montagnards in the 
mountains near Dak Pek, approximately 85 kilometers north-northwest of Kontum. “Like 
most of the mountain tribes in Southeast Asia, the Jeh are swidden farmers, that is, 
slash-and-burn dry-rice growers. They slash down the forest, burn it off, and plant rice in 
holes made by poking sticks into the hillsides” (Sochurek 460). 
 
 
        
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
          
 
 
 
 
 
 
Celebrations. “This is how people dance,” Dich writes, describing his sketch (Fig. 24), 
Fig. 24, 25: Montagnard village celebrations.
Fig. 22, 23 (above): “This is the way men chop down the trees . . . . After they chop, they 
burn the tree . . . . After they do that, they bury the rice and the rice comes up . . . . After 
people cut their trees down, then they begin to put their rice in. Then they begin to fire 
their fire because they need more room to plant watermelon or popcorn or potato or 
peanuts.” 
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“and this is how people sing and play drums.” The photo (Fig. 25) shows an actual celebration 
of this type. Dich continues: “The people in the middle are making their baskets. Sometimes 
people whistle while they are making baskets for their rice. The house with four legs — that 
is the chicken house. The house with the road is the cow house (and buffalo and pigs too!).” 
LIFE ALONG THE RIVER. Rivers are an integral part of Jarai/Montagnard life and 
Dich’s sketches (Fig. 26, 27) show many peaceful daily activities taking place by and on rivers. 
The village and river scene in Fig. 27 looks peaceful enough, but note the military helicopter 
in the upper left corner, with soldiers jumping off. The photos on the following page (Fig. 28, 
29, 30) show shallow dugout canoes in use on the local river. 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
WAR COMES TO THE VILLAGES. Life along the river could be peaceful, as the 
photographs in Figs. 28-30 show, and fishing brought in an important source of protein. 
However, with offshoot branches of the Ho Chi Minh Trail —an important Communist supply 
route from north to south— running through the Kontum area, war was never far away, and 
as we see in Fig. 31, the situation could turn violent in an instant if American forces and Viet 
Cong troops were both in the area. In the Fig. 31 sketch, Dich shows fishermen getting 
caught up in the crossfire: 
Fig. 26, 27: Life along the river. 
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Dich a witness to violent death (Fig. 32, 33): “The heliocopter [sic] in the 
middle is shooting at the V.C. Then they called more airplanes to fight. The 
brown one got shot in the tail, got blown up and crashed. The left airplane is 
dropping the bombs and shooting at the big guns on the ground. There are 
four men in the heliocopter [sic]: two to shoot and the other two to fly it . . . . 
The people in the left airplane are shooting the two people down on the 
ground . . . . The heliocopter [sic] on the right was shooting at the V.C. Then 
V.C. get him. Then that guy died. The heliocopter [sic] does not crash but it 
killed that guy.” 
Fig. 28, 29, 30: Dugout canoes on the river.
Fig. 31: “This is how people fish with their nets. The heliocopter [sic] is shooting the V.C. 
[Communist] Viet Cong. The V.C. shoot at the heliocopter [sic] with a machine gun. The 
guy in the middle gets shot right in the hand.” 
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Vicious fighting would sometimes come right into the Montagnard hamlets, and villagers 
—innocent bystanders—end up as “collateral damage” victims (Fig. 34). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 32, 33: Violent fighting erupts, with bullets and bombs flying everywhere. 
Fig. 34: “The V.C. are attacking the village. The Americans are coming to help 
the Montagnard. In the Red Cross car there is our car going to Pleiku to get more 
medicine so we can help the Montagnard to get better. The heliocopter [sic] is 
getting shot down because he goes so slow. The V.C. shot him.” 
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Note the two people in the lower left corner (Fig. 36): one man has his arms extended in 
what looks to be a shooting pose and appears to have shot the other man in the head, with a 
pistol(?) or maybe a slingshot(?). Is that blood spurting out of the man’s head? 
SPECIAL FORCES AND MONTAGNARDS. Among their assignments, elite 
Fig. 35: “The airplane is fighting the Viet Cong. The V.C. is [sic] trying 
to attack the village. The army is helping the Montangards [sic]. The 
tanks are helping the villages. The villages need help from the 
Montangards [sic], the South Vietnamese and the Americans.” 
Fig. 36: “This is a Montangard [sic] village 
which has been flooded. The Vietnamese 
died because they wouldn’t listen to the 
Montangards [sic]. The Montangards [sic] 
said, ‘you’d better move before you get 
killed,’ but they wouldn’t listen . . . After 
the war was over, they moved back and 
made their new houses. Then they had a 
party.” 
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American Special Forces soldiers (“Green Berets”) in Vietnam trained indigenous fighters. 
Montagnards of any group usually needed little persuasion to fight against Viet Cong, whom 
they saw as part of the Vietnamese oppressors and usurpers of the land that had originally 
been theirs. Special Forces soldiers, including Tom Coles, lived among the Montagnards, 
often for years, spoke the language(s), and took advantage of this natural enmity. In so doing, 
they experienced Montagnard life directly and came to know it intimately. 
Special Forces Sgt. Ed Sprague spent seven years living with Jarai and Bahnar 
Montagnards during the Vietnam War and came to appreciate and respect their cultures. Of 
the water buffalo and other livestock in Jarai life, he writes: 
 
The Jarai young were mostly responsible for the care and feeding of the 
family livestock. All livestock was considered sacrificial including the water 
buffalo, cow, pig and chicken. Receiving a buffalo sacrifice was a very high 
honor and so on down the line to a chicken. None of the mentioned [was] 
ever eaten without some sort of sacrifice and there were many. At times 
excuses were made to conduct a sacrifice so that they might be able to eat 
meat. Because of the restrictions on the eating of the family livestock, the 
Montagnards located on the Northern Phu Yen border picked up 
the  Vietnamese tradition of eating dogs. This spread rapidly during my  
years with the Jarai. It got to a point that a couple of Jarai raised dogs to 
sell for this purpose. 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Fig. 37, 38: Dich’s sketch of a water buffalo. Photo: water buffalo on a village road. 
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Dich, too, was quite familiar with the sacrifice of water buffalo and goats in his village, 
Plei-Po’du. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ANIMAL SACRIFICES. What seems like bunches of tall, hooked sticks in Dich’s 
drawing (Fig. 39) are sacrificial altars where large animals are sacrificed. The photo on the 
right shows such an altar. The thick rope looping off onto the ground on the right is to hold 
the sacrificial animal in place. Dich says that water buffalo were usually sacrificed before 
harvesting the rice. Animals were also sacrificed in connection with weddings and funerals.  
Dr. Patricia Smith, founder and head of the Minh Quy Hospital in Kontum, recalls a 
Montagnard father, seeking help for his severely anemic son, telling her, “ ‘ . . . I went to the 
sorcerer and he told me the sacrifices to offer, and I offered them and killed a water buffalo’ . . . 
well, there were three or four sacrifices – the last one was the one that was considered the 
most powerful. Two goats and a chicken” (Dr. Patricia Smith Interview 6). 
THE QUEST FOR NUTRITION. Traditionally, Montagnards in general seem to have 
enjoyed healthy lives (Bailey: Cross-Cultural Challenges), but the pressures of the modern 
Fig. 39, 40: “This is how people kill their buffalo and their goat. After they kill, they 
put the fire on and people pick up the buffalo and they fire him. (The people throw rice 
on the buffalo and they take their sword and they kill him.) Then they drink rice wine. 
Then when they get drunk they get up, they start dancing and next morning they 
begin to eat again and they drink rice wine again.” 
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world and of course the dislocations of war made proper nutrition a serious matter in 
Montagnard villages. Dr. Patricia (Pat) Marie Smith, a native of Seattle, Washington, spent a 
number of years in Kontum, from 1959 to 1975, and founded the Minh Quy Hospital near the 
Dak Bla (River Bla) in the eastern part of Kontum City. In a January 13, 1967, Time 
magazine article (“Doctors: Healing the Montagnards”), she notes that “When a Montagnard 
comes in from his village, we take it for granted that he’s malnourished, mostly from protein 
deficiency, that he has intestinal parasites and also malaria. After that, we ask what’s wrong 
with him.” 
Additional food was obtained by hunting, as Dich’s sketch shows, below (Fig. 41). 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
That Dich was still only a small boy did not excuse him from the responsibility of providing 
food for the family, so he, too, girded his loins, grabbed his crossbow and headed into the 
forest in search of prey. Montagnard kids hunted all kinds of small game and fish with 
Fig. 42, 43: Dich, the Jarai boy hunter. 
Fig. 41: “This is how people go hunting. He is killing 
the bird with a cross bow. The goat is being killed too 
by the man. They fry the goat after they bring it 
home and eat it for dinner.” 
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crossbows from age five or six, and by age ten were already skilled and experienced hunters. 
THE PERILS OF MONKEY-HUNTING. One day, sometime in 1971, Dich chased a 
monkey up into a tree and had the bad (but ultimately good) fortune to fall out of the tree and 
break his leg. Dich himself smiles at the memory for more than one reason, but when people 
assume he had intended to capture the monkey for a pet, he chuckles at their discomfort 
when he corrects them: “No, to eat!”  
Humor aside, a broken leg in Jarai territory was quite a serious matter, for medical 
treatment was far off and not easy to get. Dich had to be carried from his village to the 
hospital in far-off Kontum, “a long haul,” his adoptive mother, Barbara Coles, says.  
A long haul, indeed. Dich remembers it in some detail. First, a piece of bark was lashed to 
his leg as a kind of makeshift splint to hold the bones in place. Then two men from Plei-Po’du 
village took two poles, wove a long vine back and forth between the poles to make a stretcher, 
covered it all with piece of traditionally woven cloth, put Dich on it, and carried him all the 
way to a hospital in Kontum, taking a full two days and sleeping in the forest at night. We do 
not know the exact distance but estimate that, since it took two days to walk with a boy on a 
stretcher, it must have been a good 40-50 kilometers (25-31 miles) or more. Measured another 
way, Dich says that when Tom, his to-be adoptive father, later drove him back to Plei-Po’du 
for a visit, the drive took six hours over rough and uneven terrain. 
The facility they took Dich to was the Minh Quy Hospital run by Dr. Patricia (Pat) Smith. 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 44, 45: Dich, Jarai hunter and scourge of forest monkeys, with 
his broken leg in a cast, near Minh Quy Hospital. With him is Tom 
Coles, a former Special Forces (“Green Beret”) soldier, who was in 
Vietnam this time as a Minh Quy volunteer.
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MINH QUY HOSPITAL. The original Minh Quy Hospital, whose patients were mostly 
Montagnard, had been set up by Dr. Smith in 1963 on the northeastern outskirts of Kontum, 
near the meandering Dak Bla (river). Appreciative Montagnards from the villages of Kon 
Monay Xolam and Kon Monay Kotu had donated five acres of land a few years earlier, but a 
Viet Cong attack in March 1968 made operations there too dangerous to carry on.  
Years later, Smith —“Ya Tih” or “Ya Pagang Tih” (supposedly, “Big Grandmother of All 
Medicine” (Doctors)), as she was affectionately known to the Montagnards—described some 
of the horrors of the Tet Offensive in 1968 in an interview (Dr. Patricia Smith Interview, 
12-14): The move into town was precipitated when the Viet Cong (a.k.a. “V.C.” or National 
Liberation Front for South Vietnam) attacked throughout South Vietnam, including Kontum:     
 
The American gun ships would get up and start shooting back with tracer 
bullets flying . . . . and you were kind of used to the stuff. But one night, . . . I 
realized that the shells seemed to be coming from a closer spot [than usual]. 
I could actually hear them [Viet Cong] loading their mortars. . . . I peeked 
out the window of my room and sure enough, I could see them just out in 
the front yard . . . . I was gonna go out and see how things were when I 
heard them come into the hospital . . . . They were shouting, throwing 
grenades . . . .  The ones that they deliberately shot, they kind of picked 
them out and shot them in the legs and kind of let this be a warning to you 
sort of thing. . . .  
When I went into the hospital, the [Montagnard] patients said, “We’re 
afraid they’re still here. Get down here because they’re going to take you 
too.” So they hid me under a bunch of their blankets and kind of a whole 
bunch of them half lying on me inside the ward. And I’ve never seen 
anything like that in my life. From then until daylight, there wasn’t a 
sound. . . . That night, the terror must have communicated itself to the 
babies. There wasn’t one single whimper out of one baby the whole time. . . . 
And that was the time when the French nun, Sister Ann, generously 
donated half of their school for us and we had a hospital in a school house — 
dormitory actually. That’s when we moved into the town itself (Dr. Patricia 
Smith Interview 13). 
 
The French Bishop of Kontum and Montagnard advocate, Msgr. Paul Seitz, had helped to 
arrange for the Montagnard Girls’ Boarding School in town to be used as a hospital, not far 
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from the Catholic Church grounds. The new facility in town was easier to get to and had 
better security but was very crowded (Minh Quy Hospital: Status Quo). A typical situation 
would have 120 patients at the forty-bed hospital (Doctors), but the situation was eased 
somewhat because many Montagnards preferred to lie on mats on the floor or even stay 
outside under tarpaulins. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dich and Tom connect. Minh Quy Hospital was always more than full with 
Montagnards, from different tribes, and there were many children, so what was it that 
brought Dich and Tom Coles together? Two things: one was their personalities and the other 
Fig. 46: Montagnard patients and families staying 
outside the Minh Quy Hospital buildings. 
Fig. 47 (left): Dich with Tom Coles on Minh Quy Hospital grounds. 
Fig 48 (right): Dich (on Tom’s immediate right) and other Montagnard kids. 
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factor was the French Catholic priests. 
When Dich came into Minh Quy Hospital with a broken leg, it was Tom who, with his 
medical training as a Special Forces soldier, reset the bones and made the cast. As mentioned 
earlier, many Special Forces soldiers and Montagnards saw kindred souls in each other. 
Montagnards saw a WYSIWYG (What You See Is What You Get) straightforwardness in the 
Americans that they did not often see in the Vietnamese, and they related to that. 
The Americans would send surgeons to help out at the hospital and gave the hospital blood 
that was past it “Use by . . .” date. Pat Smith said that medicine and equipment were in such 
short supply that “scrounging” was a major part of their work. That was also a large part of 
Barbara Coles’ (now Dich’s mother) work. They were not in a situation to quibble about 
outdated blood: “. . .we would use it anytime that it was still OK to get through the tubing,” 
Pat recalls. “It worked fine. Incidentally, the American military in general just volunteered to 
give blood like mad (Dr. Patricia Smith Interview 8).” 
Tom too had that genuineness that the Montagnards appreciated. This writer first met 
Tom in 1973 at the University of Hawai‘i, when Tom and his new family had just moved there, 
and we became fast friends immediately. Tom’s nature and his stories of his childhood 
reminded me of another Tom —Tom Sawyer— and I have always thought of Tom as a 
twentieth century version of Mark Twain’s storybook character. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dich himself caught Tom’s attention. Unlike many others at the hospital, Dich was not 
sick or bedridden. Although he was hobbled by the cast on his right leg, he was a lively and 
Fig. 49: It is Det’s birthday (boy on right), As usual, Dich takes 
the initiative and churns out ice cream for the party.  
Fig. 50: Montagnard girls.  
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active kid, popular with staff and other patients, and was able to get around quite well. The 
boy not only had a winning smile but was also particularly good at organizing the other 
Montagnard kids and figuring out things for them to do, and this leadership ability appealed 
to Tom. Before long, Tom was spending a lot of time with the boy, and Dich would tag along in 
the jeep as Tom drove out to see to the needs of people in the outlying villages, part of a 
Village Health Worker training program that he had initiated (Minh Quy Hospital: Status 
Quo). 
When the birthday of Det, one of the other Montagnard kids from the Sedang tribe, came 
around, Dich jumped right in and could be found struggling to crank the old-fashioned ice 
cream maker (Fig. 49). Behind him, by the wall of the building, is Det, the birthday boy.  
 
Det’s mother had been killed by shrapnel in the 1968 Tet Offensive, and he was 
adopted by Pat Smith. Det’s father, the village head, asked Smith to take Wir, 
Det’s younger brother, too, according to Barbara Silva (Freeman), another Minh 
Quy volunteer, who witnessed the meeting. Gabrielle, a Montagnard nun and 
nurse trained by Smith, was the boys’ aunt and had probably helped with 
arrangements. Smith, Det (then 5), and Wir (3) later managed to flee Kontum 
in a harrowing escape amidst enemy shelling and bureaucratic obstruction (Dr. 
Patricia Smith Interview, 15-16). Wir Smith, now a Seattle-area musician, aptly 
remembers his mother as “a little like Mother Teresa.” Det grew up to become a 
Navy dentist (Clarridge). 
 
The French factor: The French Catholic contingency was a brave and interesting lot. 
Frère (Brother) Ramon, Dich’s teacher, would take the kids out to play by the river at 
lunchtime and even horse around with them (Fig. 51). 
Dich has an interesting story about Father Dijon, who had gotten Dich into school. It seems 
that the Viet Cong were in the habit of kidnapping Father Dijon and holding him for ransom. 
Dich could relate to this: Pat Smith recalls that a favorite Viet Cong tactic was to “come in 
and kidnap the small children when the adults were out working in the fields and then send 
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word if you’d like your children back you have to send so many men to work with us” (Dr. 
Patricia Smith Interview 9). One day, the Viet Cong came for Father Dijon yet again, but this 
time, the priest merely waved them off, saying, “Not today, I’m busy. Come back tomorrow.” 
And they left. 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Then there was Msgr. Paul Seitz, the Bishop of Kontum, whom Smith recalls as “a crazy 
Frenchman [who] was going out to the villages to visit in spite of the fact that the VC and 
NVA [North Vietnamese Army] were all over the place and bring in wounded to us . . . carting 
them in in his Land Rover . . . . They didn’t bother him at all” (Dr. Patricia Smith Interview 
11). Tom and other male volunteers at the hospital had rooms in the French Bishop’s 
compound, and he became friendly with the Frenchmen. The Bishop of course had noticed 
the bond developing between Dich and Tom, as did others, and suggested to Tom that he 
adopt the boy. 
Tom did get to work on adopting Dich. As in any bureaucracy, there were countless 
procedures and piles of paperwork to wade through, and in a foreign country (for Tom) no less. 
It dragged out for a year or more, but finally, in late summer of 1972, the processing was in its 
final stages. A telegram from Saigon (Fig. 55), addressed to Tom at Minh Quy Hospital, dated 
7 September 1972, reads: “Deke [sic] adoption complete[,] need apply for usa quota number 
one month before leaving VN.” 
Dich and Tom did leave Vietnam about a month later, in October 1972, for the United 
Fig. 51: Dich standing tall on the 
shoulders of Frère Ramon, as they 
horse around down by the river. 
Fig. 52: Dich catches a ride on a 
military helicopter during an 
evacuation to Nha Trang. 
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States. Barbara had already left in June 1972. She had only been in Kontum since January, 
but the situation there had soon gotten too dangerous, and volunteers were advised to leave. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE NEW AMERICAN. The new father and son headed first for Brownsburg, Indiana, 
to spend Christmas with Tom’s parents. There, Dich got his first introduction to American life 
right in the heartland. Then it was off to Seattle and Hawai‘i. Interested in continuing and 
expanding on the community health worker training programs he had done in Vietnam, Tom 
was attracted to the MEDEX program at the John A. Burns School of Medicine at the 
University of Hawai‘i, Manoa campus, and settled his new family in Honolulu. Tom and 
Barbara also thought that Honolulu, with its heavily Asia-Pacific-based multicultural society, 
Fig. 55: The telegram from Saigon announcing success in 
Tom’s efforts to adopt Dich. 
Fig. 53: Barbara Coles (left), as a young 
volunteer at Minh Quy Hospital in early 1972, 
with fellow volunteer Barbara Silva.
Fig. 54: Barbara on a scooter 
in Kontum, 1972, with a 
Koho Montagnard woman. 
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would be a good environment for Dich to grow up in. 
The new family arrived in Honolulu on February 23, 1973 and got a place in the Makiki 
district, not far from the UH Manoa campus. Their first home was at 1933-A ‘Ualaka‘a Street, 
a mere 140 meters from famed Punahou School, “the largest coeducational, independent 
school on a single campus in the United States” (Punahou) and alma mater to many 
illustrious alumni, including Steve Case, co-founder of America Online (AOL) and golfer 
Michelle Wie. 
Barry’s Neighborhood. When Dich and his new parents moved into their new Honolulu 
home on ‘Ualaka‘a Street in Makiki, another dark-skinned boy with an unusual name was 
living not far away, only 1200 meters distant as the crow flies. A few months older than Dich, 
the boy had arrived in Honolulu a little over a year earlier from Indonesia, in 1971, while 
Dich was having his final adventures as a Jarai. That other boy was living with his maternal 
grandparents, at Punahou Circle Apartments, 1617 S. Beretania Street. He would attend 
Punahou School, through 1979, a stone’s throw (140 meters) from the Coles’ place. When his 
mother, Ann, and half-Indonesian sister, Maya, came to Honolulu, in 1973, they lived at 1839 
Poki Street, also 140 meters from the Coles’ place, from 1974-1976, and the older brother with 
the unusual name surely stopped by and stayed there from time to time. 
That other boy’s name was Barack Obama. 
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Fig. 56: Memories of Plei-Po’du and Kontum are distant now, but Jarai 
culture is still close to Dich’s heart: his fishing boat bears the name “Jarai.” 
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discussing Dich’s life in wartime Vietnam. Any errors or omissions are entirely mine. 
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